
T H E  E N G L I S H  S P I R I T  

ON tlie whole the English typc of spirituality shows greater  con- 
sideration for  the human needs o f  the individual than that  of, say, 
Italy or  S p a i n ;  it has  a gent ler  and niure tolerant character .  T h e  
nor thcrn climate preaches moder;it ion  in pcnaiices and a s k s  for  atten- 
tiun to human frailty a n d  feelings. 'l'lie phleginatic Englishinan is 
seldom demonstrat ive in external  religivn, for  he is unwilling t o  
reveal his emotions, though they be intense. T h e  w a r m  blood of 
the South appears  to  him t o  indulge in excess in all things, excess 
in sanctity as in sinning. We may find a gentle human element in 
the mystics of fourteenth-century England ; but  it goes further back 
than that .  S t .  Aelrecl of Rievaulx sliows it in his liie and writings 
in the twelfth Xentury ; he is in fact one of the only spiritual writers 
who has  dealt with human friendships to  justify them as par t  of the 
spiritual life. ' I 1ieg;in to wonder whcther  Scripture had any bless- 
ing  tc give to friendship, o r  w a s  it only a th ing  that  paganism had 
praised. Howevcr ,  I had found tha t  the lcttcrs of the saints  were 
full of references t o  friendship.' And so he sets  ou t  in pursuit of 
a human love within the  embrace of the  divine. ' Particular friend- 
ships ' have often been condemned;  yet there is something of the 
same synpath'y as St .  Aelred's in the wri t ing of Richard Rolle, while 
the. au thor  o f  the  Ancren R i d e  (c. 1200) takes it for  granted that  
the recluses for  whom he  writes will have special friends. 

We may take  this very Engl ish document, the Ancven R i d e ,  a s  
typical of tlie gent le  English spirit, for  it se ts  ou t  a rule of life of 
the most austere  type ;ind cannot  be accused of pandering to  human 
weakness  or ' water ing down ' t h e  Christian spirit. T h u s  the author  
condemns one  type of friendship, ' for no enmity is so bad as false 
friendship," hu t  that  is because it is false. T r u e  friendship will 
even jusl.ify breaking  into t h e  routine of the external rule. ' Silence 
alivays at meaJs . . . and if anyone hath a guest whom she holds 
dcar ,  she may cause her maid, as in her  s tead,  t o  entertain her friend 
with glad cheer, and she shall have leave to  open her window once 
or twice, and make s igns  t o  her of gladness  a t  seeing her.' And the 
thought  of the death of a dear  friend will often prove efficacious in 
dr iving away temptation. 

This same spirit,  tha t  some might  even call humanist, appears  in 
the  introdrtction t o  the rule which insists on the supremacy of the 
interior law of love so that  the  external regulations a re  elastic, not 
rigid, and take a subordinate place-religion is ' not in the wide 

1 The quotations h..re given are tnltrn from the modrrnised version of the 
Riwlo rditrd by Jnmrs Morton and publishd by Chatto and Windus. 
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hood, nor in the black, nor in the white, nor in the p a y  cowl.’ The 
anchoress devotes her life to prayer and meditation, yet she is not 
to force herself in this occupation. ‘ Often, dear sistcrs, ye ought 
to pray Icss, that ye may read morc. Reading is good ,prayer. 
Reacling teacheth how, and for what, we ought to pray.’ The prayers 
laid down in the rule arc near t o  being optional : ‘ \,Vhoso cannot 
say these five prayers, should say always one :  and whoso thinlceth 
them too long may omit the psalms.’ Infirmity of course may excuse 
wholly or in part from the recitation of Ottice which is otherwise 
the mainstay of their lives. Even the attitude at prayer should be 
rcstfu! r:tther than strained ; and Rolle’s suggestion that it is easier 
to pray sitting down has a parallel in the direction Cor morning 
priiyers : ‘ Begin directly, “ Creator Spirit, come,” with your eyes 
and your hands raised up towards heaven, bcnd.ing forward on your 
knees upon the bed, and thus say the whole hymn ’--which sounds 
very like a modern Englishman at praycr. The recluse may often 
please herself as to tiie number of prayers she should say and the 
position in which she says them:  ‘.Whoso will may stand up im- 
mediately after the first prayer.’ 

In spite of his Platonic-Augrustiniarl conception of the soul’s rela- 
tion to the body, the ruthor of the Riwle lays great stress on mode- 
ration i i t  penances. 

Though the flesh be our foe, we are yet commanded to sustain 
it. We must, however, afflict it, a s  it often well deserves; but 
not w i t h 4  to destroy it ; for, how weak soever it be, still it is so 
coup!ed, and so firmly united to our precious soul, God’s own 
image, that we might soon kill the one with the other. .4nd this 
is one of the greate4t wonders on earth, that the highest thing 
under God, which is the soul of man, as St.  Austin testifieth, 
should be so firmly joined to the flesh, which is only mud and dirty 
earth. . . . 

I t  is, then, a natural prudence and discretion rather than any Aris- 
totelian conception of the physico-spiritual unity of man that malies 
the author preach moderation. Although religion will take as little 
a s  possible of any worl3iy thing, yet these religious anchoresses may 
withaut sin live in comfortable sufficiency. ‘All that man or woman 
desireth more than is sufficient for leading life comfortably, accord- 
i n g  to their station, is covetousness.’ Nor need they disdain human 
consolations, talking with their maids and diverting themselves with 
instructive tales when they feel low or  dispirited, especially after the 
quarterly blood-letting and in times of sickness. Sickness is to be 
accepted gladly when it comes, but it would be mere foolhardiness 
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to court  it in any  way antl it  ' displeasrth God ' so to do .  T h e  devil 
u&s such folly to d r a w  ihe soul away trom God : ' he incites her to 
so much ab5tinenc.e tha t  she is rendercd t i le less able to  endure 
fat igue in tlic: srrvice o f  God. and 1e;tlls 30 hcirtl :I life, antl so tor- 
ments her body, that  the soul  clieth.' ' He endeavours t o  make 
some one so zealous to flee f rom the t1iing.s that  make  the life of 
man agreeable, tha t  she  falls into the tleatlly evil of sloth.' 

W h e n  the anchoress retires t o  bed she should s leep;  ' In bed, as 
f a r  a s  you can,  neither d o  anj- thing nor think, but  sleep.' She  may 
wash as often as slie pleases, and may o n  no account w m r  h;iirt:loth 
or  irons o r  chains without the special It.;lve 0 1  her director ; and the 
same holds for fasting. All this may he con.jitlcrcd sound comnion 
sense, but  a de  Rancd woultl surcly frown a t  the permission to  keep 
a pet, even thi)ugh that  permission is strictly limiled t o  one ca t  ! 

The Kiwle sl?ows considerable understanding of the human charac- 
ter ,  especially in its tirit assault on the castle o f  the  spiritual life 
when over exertion dishcar tens  the  bcgiirner and causes him to fall 
back into h i i  ol(l evil ways. Yct the litc here tlcscrilml could not be  
cn lkd  humanist, in tl:c sense of a man-centred naturalism, nor yet 
preaching mediocrity under the cloiik of holy moderatian. Medio- 
crity 113s indcrd been for  l o n g  typical of' English spirituality, hut the 
tepid Eriton would not perscvcre for n i n n y  days under this Riwle. 
T h e  xuthor  insists tha t  the  life must  hr Ii:irtl and austere, and out- 
lines a mode of life that  many even of the ~lcvtrrrt to-day would regard 
as imprudent if not unnxtural. O n  the swbjcct of I'enance he preaches 
(as he adniits) pure S t .  Bernard,  and  I I C  was no medtller with the 

.joys of this v:orld. 
T h e  everlasting a rguments  against  mortification have t o  he 

silenced : 

' " My dear  sir," someone may say,  " is it wisdom now for a 
man or woman thus  to afflict themselves? " . . . W h o  is there 
w h o  is not sick of s i n ?  F o r  our  sickness God drank :r poisonoris 
dr ink upon thc  cross .  And will not wc taste any hitter remedy 
for ourselves? I t  must  not be so. I t  is not so. His follower 
m u s t  surely follow him in his suffering with bodily pai:i . . .' 

Then the s a m e  ' motlcrating ' voice is hc;irtl ag:rin : ' " W i l l  God 
;:vengr himself' so severely upon s i n ?  " Yrs3 0 m n n  or woman, for 
considor now how great ly  he  hateth it. ' And finally coiilc the popu- 
lar at:acks on voluntary pelinnot: : ( a )  ' \\'hat is God profifcd though 
I dHict myself for  his l o v e ? '  and (b)  ' Sir ,  docs God sell his g race?  
Is not grace  a free g i f t?  ' To the first he replies : ' Dear  man of 
\voiiiaii, God is pleased with our  good. O u r  g o d  is that  we do what  
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w e  ought  . . .' And t o  the  second : 'Although purity is not bought  
oi God, but given freely, ingrat i tude resisteth it, and  renders those 
univorthy to p*,ssess so excellent a th ing  who will not checrfully 
submit to work  for it.' 

l 'here is little softne.;s aboiit this rule i ) f  life ; the beginner must  
1c;itl a n  csscntially ;iiistere :ind rugged lif'c, fcr  i t  is ;i life of purga-  
t ion. 

' Let not anyone handle herself too Xently, lest she  deceive her- 
self. She  will not he able for  her life to  licep herself pure, nor  
t o  main'tain herself a r igh t  in chastity without  two things,  as  St .  
.\ilred wrbte  to  his sister. T h e  one is, giving pain t o  t h e  flesh 
by f:is!inF;, by wntch.;ng, by flagellations, hy wearing coarse gar- 
mcnts ,  by :; hard bed, with sickness, with much labour. T h e  other  
is thc  moral qualities of the  hear t  . . .' 

And yet  tile author  ,-onchides the treatise on pcnance by saying tha t  
what  lie has  written about  austerity and  hardship w a s  nut for  those 
for  whoin h c  w a s  immediately writing, as they seemed t o  him often 
to sufter too much,  bu t  for  others  w h o  were inclined to laxity. 

'The gentleness of the Eng-lish spiritual writers m u s t  not be con- 
founded with any spirit of naturalism. Such a confusion has  often 
occurred in modern times, since pragmatism h a s  sunk in deeply and  
a practice is regarded of n o  value unless it serve a humanitar ian or 
stcia1 purpose. Contemplation is a t  a discount beecause it is useless 
to humani ty ;  and mortification finds n o  place in the  utility scheme 
since a n  emaciated body is a n  affropt t o  the happiness and  welfare 
of mankind. T h a t  is s ta t ing  it crudely and  there a r e  in reality many 
subtletie5 t o  justify the at t i tude : Chris t  by the Incarnatinn has  sanc- 
tified the natural man,  nature  has been periected by grace.  T h e  little 
pleasures and comforts of life may be raised tu a n  integrated super- 
natural  !ire. Life ra ther  than death is the  char'icteristiu word a m o n g  
t rue  Christians. . . . Such specicus reasoning might  obscure the  
constant  Christian iiisistencc on  subduing the  body, overcoming the 
eirects of original sin and  making  satisfaction for ,past evils by means 
of severe voluntary mortifications. Severity and sharp suffering, 
however, have seldom in this island been mistaken for  harshness or 
:I manichean hatred o f  the  flesh. Mother Julian of Norwich has  
given a profoundly theological explanation of the wra th  of God, 
which is in effect his love (hi. will is always a will for good) ,  and  
the  s a m e  sweet spirit of charity pervades all the genuine Engl ish 
ascetical teaching. ' Nothing is ever so hard that  love doth not m a k e  

dcnder ,  and  soft and sweet. '  There  is n o  ' pale Galilean ' about  the  
geiiiiine spirituality o f  England.  
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